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Executive Summary 

Food is wasted in extraordinary amounts, expending the energy and resources on its 
route from farm to fork. Simultaneously, food insecurity affects millions of people in the 
United States and worldwide. Food recovery seeks to connect these broken links in the 
food system, and is a new and promising arena for planners. This project is pertinent 
vis-a-vis the APA’s policy recommendations for food system work, Madison Regional 
Economic Partnership’s AFB cluster strategies, and the city and region’s objectives for 
waste reduction in the food system. This project plans for the constellation of fresh 
produce recovery networks in the Madison Region by investigating existing efforts and 
exploring strategies through discussions with farmers and other engaged players. Using 
this information, this project identifies a role for the emerging organization Healthy 
Food for All Dane County (HFFA), and makes an informed plan for incorporating food 
waste reduction into city and regional planning efforts. The project finds a complex 
network of existing food recovery efforts and several points of entry for HFFA. 
Integrating these elements, the project produces an informed strategy that considers 
communications, relationship and capacity building across the networks. This project 
highlights the validity of this exercise as part of planning practice, as planners can 
recognize all the stakeholders and the links in the food system, and act to connect and 
repair those links. 
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Introduction 

Food is wasted at all steps in the supply chain: in the field during production, in 
storage and handling, processing/packaging, in distribution and retail, and in 
consumption. The problem stems from a web of economic pressures and consumer 
misconceptions. As food is wasted, so are the resources that go into the growing, 
processing, transporting and storing of that food. About 40 percent of food is lost across 
the food chain (NRDC, 2012). In the United States, getting food from farm to fork 
accounts for the use of 10 percent of the energy budget, 50 percent of land use, and 80 
percent of all freshwater consumed (NRDC, 2012). The 95 percent of food waste ends up 
in the trash accounts for 90 percent of the greenhouse gas emissions from landfills 
(Suerth and Morales, 2014). Labor efforts are also wasted. Economically, food waste has 
immense impacts on food industry, household and public budgets (Neff et al, 2015). The 
USDA reported economic losses of $161.6 billion for 2010, which at the consumer level 
averages to $371 per capita (Buzby et. al., 2014).  

Concurrent to this extraordinary food loss, food insecurity persists. The USDA 
definition of food security is “access by all people at all times to enough food for an 
active, healthy life” (USDA, 2015). Food insecurity affects one in six individuals in the 
United States, which is approximately 50 million people, or about 14.6 percent of the 
population. According to the NRDC, food saved by reducing losses by 15 percent could 
feed more than 25 million Americans every year (NRDC, 2012).  

This stark dichotomy of food excess and deficit is an evolving link in a complex and 
often fissured food system. Recovery of these multifaceted losses is a nascent strategy, 
business model, and promising practice with significant savings and servings for all 
involved.  

Summary of project objectives 

This project takes stock of existing food recovery efforts and potential sources of 
produce to be recovered in Dane County, Wisconsin. This effort will help to 
identify the niche for the emerging organization HFFA and recommend 
planning strategies.  

Regional context 

Dane County, Wisconsin is uniquely situated with respect to food systems work. In a 
recent report by MadRep, they describe the confluence of food system assets found in 
the Madison Regioni: competitive industry concentrations; high levels of human and 
social capital; robust physical infrastructure; and unique natural resources (Kures, 2014). 
The report discusses these assets as the basis for the strength of the region’s Agriculture, 
Food and Beverage (AFB) industry cluster, which contributes billions of dollars to the 
regional economy. 
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Focusing on agricultural production, there are 13,900 farms in the Madison Region 
accounting for 17,400 employees, with the largest concentrations in Dane and Grant 
counties. In Dane County alone, 143 vegetable farms producing over 40 different crops 
totaled over $4 million in sales. Together with the Driftless Region, agricultural 
production in the Madison Region contributes a $3.4 billion to the regional economies 
(Kures, 2014). 

Public support for local and regional food initiatives is also noteworthy. A public-
private partnership enabled the creation of the Wisconsin Food Hub, a farmer-led 
cooperative owned by growers and the Wisconsin Farmers Union, and is an alternative, 
efficient aggregator and distributor of small-scale farm products to large buyers. 
Similarly, Madison’s proposed Public Market, which will consist of food retail, 
wholesaling, processing and community uses, will be a publicly-funded institution that 
draws from local producers and food entrepreneurs (City of Madison website). This 
public support is bolstered by innovative food system research throughout the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison.  

At the same time, food insecurity persists in Dane County. 11.6 percent of the 
population lacks food security, and 22.7 percent of the population has low access to the 
grocery store (Wisconsin Food Security, 2012). United Way of Dane County committed 
to decrease the number of food insecure children by 50 percent by 2023 (United Way of 
Dane County, 2013). HFFA’s efforts were born out of this commitment.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 1. Dane County, WI map and MadRep Collective Impact Wheel.  
Source: U.S. Census Bureau; Kures, 2014 
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Situation in planning 

Food systems planning is a relatively recent addition to the buffet of urban planning 
realms. The food supply chain is dominated by the private sector, which has historically 
precluded interaction with planners. This is reflected in the historical absence of food 
from planning literature and practice (Pothukuchi and Kaufman, 2000). Dr. Jerome 
Kaufman boldly emphasized the need for planners to envision and engage with efforts 
for a resilient food system while working with the persistence of the current system 
(Kaufman, 2005). Local and regional food system work is based in private enterprises, 
but can be enabled and sustained by public institutions. 

The APA has endorsed food systems planning as an important planning issue (APA, 
2007). In the Policy Guide on Community and Regional Food Planning, the APA identifies 
Policy 2A, #1: Planners support integrating food system elements into urban, rural, and 
regional economic development plans. The APA identifies the roles planners can play within 
this policy, which support the work this project engages: 

Support preparation of area-wide economic development plans that incorporate 
food production, processing, wholesale, retail, and waste management 
activitiesii as well as consideration of the impacts these activities have on the 
local and regional economy in terms of jobs, tax and sales revenues, and 
multiplier effects. 

Planners are uniquely situated to connect with the network of stakeholders and 
employ resources in order to facilitate food recovery. Involvement in region-wide long-
range, multi-jurisdictional planning allow them to facilitate the logistics necessary for 
the reduction, recovery and redistribution of food. Planning’s interface with many scales 
of governance and multiple jurisdictions allow the leveraging of resources, such as 
federal funding, local municipal programs, and regional waste management. The 
planner can act as the nexus, facilitating the connections and infrastructure needed to 
guide the flow of food recovery. 

The MadREP AFB cluster analysis adds additional rationale for mapping the 
underutilized assets and connecting the nodes of the cluster. They argue that positioning 
the AFB Cluster for success requires a collective impact approach where separate entities 
are linked under a shared goal: “The Madison Region must find ways to leverage these 
food-related assets in innovative manners that build economic opportunities, but also 
maintain the region’s quality of life” (Kures, 2014).  

In Madison, several public institutions support food waste reduction and recovery 
work. CARPC plans for the territory of Dane County and the cities, towns and villages 
within the County. In their Land Use and Transportation Plan, objective #30, includes 
“…Promote the creation of food banks and proper utilization of food waste and other 
biomass.” This appears under two plan elements; Environmental Protection and 
Economic Development (CARPC, 2007). The City of Madison’s Food Policy Council and 
Dane County’s Food Policy Council have a Food Waste Reduction Task Force, which 
was tasked with comprehensively looking at how food waste is dealt with across the city, 
a task that few cities have undertaken (City of Madison, 2014). This project supports that 
effort through the work of HFFA, which is part of the Food Waste Reduction Task Force. 
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Food Recovery Efforts 
Government initiatives have recently emerged to reduce food waste. In 2015, the 

Obama Administration, in conjunction with the USDA and EPA, committed to a 50% 
reduction of food waste by 2030. States like Massachusetts are banning food waste from 
institutional trash. Cities like Seattle have banned food waste from household bins, 
instituting fines for violations. Several cities and regions have incorporated food 
recovery into their programs, going beyond waste bans.  

Food recovery seeks to divert discarded, otherwise edible food by rescuing it before 
it enters the waste stream, and then distributing it for the purpose of being consumed. 
Some strategies involve distributing the recovered food to institutions serving the food 
insecure, such as food banks or pantries. Other programs reconstitute food or sell 
imperfect ‘ugly’ vegetables or fruits, or offer discounted prices. Barriers to food recovery 
include attitudes towards aesthetics, misconceptions about best-by dates and liabilities. 

King County, Washington has the Local Food Initiative (King County, 2015), the 
product of a multi-agency partnership led by food and agriculture representatives from 
both the private and public sectors. A target in this initiative is reduction of wholesome 
food loss by 25% in 10 years, with several strategies that involve a wide array of 
stakeholder organizations.iii These strategies draw on private enterprises, but create 
incentive, capacity, and motivation for food waste reduction change. 

HFFA background and goals 

HFFA is a project of the Northside Planning Council, currently grant-funded and 
supported by the Center for Community Stewardship. The HFFA effort builds off of the 
United Way Dane County report (2013), and is affiliated with the Food Waste Reduction 
Task Force. 

HFFA is a community-based nonprofit with the mission “to ensure all Dane County 
children and families can access affordable, healthy and culturally appropriate food to 
achieve better health outcomes and a higher quality of life” (HFFA website). They seek 
to collaborate with a broad set of community partners, and build on their volunteer base 
to carry out the various tasks involved in food recovery. 

The organization is looking to recover prepared food and fresh produce. With the 
help of volunteers from the Department of Corrections job training programs, the 
organization currently recovers leftover prepared food from Epic Systems’ cafeteria in 
Verona, WI, and repackages the large trays and vats of soup into individual household 
containers. They distribute these to pantries and community centers. 

The fresh produce piece of the organization will be new this year. Planning for this 
collection ahead of the start of the field season is crucial. I helped to convene the 
Farming Workgroup, which has been reaching out to community players to develop a 
strategy. 
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Network mapping 

Mapping the constellation of food waste and redistribution entails several layers of 
information investigation. The goals of this project are two-pronged: 

1. Assessing where current produce recovery already exists 
2. Identifying where there are gaps in coverage, and thus, opportunity. 

Food recovery programs occupy different roles in a broader constellation of food 
waste solutions. Some are nested in broader community organizations, other are stand 
alone programs. They differ in the point in the supply chain they intervene, or the type 
of food they recover (i.e. packaged, fresh, frozen etc.). They have different recovery 
methods, such as gleaning from fields or picking up small amounts of prepared foods 
from restaurants that must be consumed immediately. Importantly, they serve different 
clients: pantries, which serve low-income and homeless populations; institutions like 
schools, or community and faith centers. It is important to realize that each of these 
programs serves a population and a need in the community. Recognizing the existing 
flows of recovered food is vital to understand what food sources are accounted for, 
which communities are being served, and which are not. 
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Methods & Sources 

Discussions with farms: Twelve diversified vegetable farms from in the Madison 
Region answered questions about excess produce and food recovery opportunities 
(Appendix A). These farms were selected due to relationships built on previous work 
conducted. Farms ranged from 3 acres to 100 acres in vegetable production.  Responses 
from these discussions were coded and analyzed to identify trends and strategies 
common to these farms, as well as barriers to food recovery. Other farms were contacted 
via the FairShare CSA network to identify participants for the pilot season, as 
summarized in Appendix B.  

Farmer’s Market managers:  Farmer’s markets were also cited as a potential source 
of easy-to-collect excess produce. Emails and phone calls were made to the nine 
Madison-area farmers’ markets to find out about existing efforts, and gauge potential 
interest.  

West Madison Agricultural Research Station (WMARS): The director of the 
WMARS discussed the recovery efforts from the field programs with excess produce.  

Findings 

Existing recovery efforts 

A number of food recovery programs shuttle food to different communities in 
the Madison Region. These efforts address leakages at different points in the supply 
chain, and recover waste from different types of food.  

A group of retirees, led by former University of Wisconsin- Madison agricultural 
researcher Dan Johnson, glean from the excess at research fields at the West Madison 
Research Station. They bring the fresh produce to a number of different outlets, 
including Community Action Coalition, Second Harvest, the St Vincent de Paul food 
pantry, the Middleton Outreach Ministry food pantry and similar programs.  

Regional nonprofit Community Action Coalition of South Central Wisconsin’s 
(CAC) Gleaning program has both a fresh produce and prepared food effort. Every 
Saturday, they arrange for a crew of volunteers to push carts around at the end of the 
Dane County Farmer’s Market, collecting any unsold or excess produce farmers are 
willing to part with. These donations are brought back to a truck and stored at the CAC 
headquarters. They have another set of volunteers who are assigned a weekly route. The 
routes start with a trip to restaurants and institutional cafeterias to collect prepared food, 
and ends with a drop-off site for the ready-to-eat food. Farms and other efforts 
sometimes bring food to CAC, as it is a hub for pantries. The Gleaners program report 
that they distribute over 1 million pounds of food a year. 

Second Harvest Foodbank of Southern Wisconsin is a more traditional foodbank 
that receives donations from grocery stores from the southwestern part of the state. They 
also have a Field to Foodbank program, which reports 3.8 million pounds of donated 
food from grocers in 2015, and more than 2 million pounds of produce since 2011. They 
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mainly source from specialized, large-scale crop growers and processors who donate the 
labor and transportation for turning the produce into shelf stable vegetables. Second 
Harvest also comes to many farmer’s markets. 

Markets for seconds exist, largely to process imperfect produce and incorporate 
them into prepared foods. Willy Street Co-Op is beginning to do this. Whole Foods has a 
large distribution center in Chicago that also collects excess seconds. 608 CSK in 
Mazomanie, based on the CSA model with meals instead of produce, also pays for 
seconds. Community Hunger Solutions in the Driftless Valley partners with farms in 
their region and has created a market for seconds, funded on grants and supported by  
paid employees.  
 
Table 1. Existing and planned food recovery efforts in Dane County, Wisconsin 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

	  CAC 
Gleaners 

Second 
Harvest 

Gleaners 
(Dan 

Johnson) 

HFFA 
(2016 plan) 

TYPE OF 
FOOD 

Processed, shelf-stable  x   

 Prepared x   x 
 Produce, shelf-stable x x   
 Produce, fresh x  x x 

SOURCE Farms  x  x 
 Farmers Markets x x  x 
 WMARS   x x 
 Restaurants     
 Grocery Stores  x   
 Institutions    x 
 CAC x    
 Second Harvest     
 Gleaners  x  x 
VOLUME 
REQUIRED 

Pallet  x   
Any x  x x 
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Summary of farmer discussions  

Current strategies  

Farmers have developed their own criteria for grading produce, based on feedback from 
market channels. The quality spectrum, from most perfect to least perfect, is generally as 
follows:  wholesale or store; restaurant, CSA share, prepared food market, canning, crew 
and donation, compost grade.  

Outlets varied widely between the farms. Farms with excess in a significant quantity of a 
certain crop had success in finding markets for their imperfect ‘seconds,’ usually to 
prepared foods or value-added businesses. Farms that donated did so mostly by 
contacting individual food pantries, Second Harvest or donating at the Farmer’s Market, 
whichever was most convenient or known. Farm crews and farmers themselves were an 
outlet for excess produce on every farm.  

If farmers believe a crop to be unsellable while still in the field, it is often left 
unharvested in the field. This made up a significant portion of many farms’ overall 
excess food. Some farmers did not see this as waste, as it was being composted back into 
the system. This spared them labor costs.  

Volume & types of produce 

Many farms had difficulty estimating the volume of excess produce they produced in a 
season. From the farms that had an estimate, the volume ranged from 400 pounds to 
88,000 pounds in a season. Farms were more often able to identify volumes of a single 
crop. 

The vegetables which were most often identified by farms as common ‘seconds’ crops 
were carrots (n=4), tomatoes (n=4) and zucchinis (n=4).  

Common concerns 

Many farms noted the complexities of coordinating excess food recovery, with the 
limitations of labor constraints, transportation, and uncertainty regarding frequencies 
and volumes of the produce. The markets that were set up for collection seemed to be 
difficult to enter, due to location and fees. Farms were also concerned about having non-
crew members gleaning in the fields.  
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Strategic planning for HFFA 

Going forward, HFFA will work with the farms and farmers’ markets that 
are not served by the organizations listed. HFFA will team up with Dan 
Johnson’s gleaning group. HFFA will hold formal trainings for its volunteer base 
to learn to glean with respect and care. HFFA will give farms the option of the 
volunteers harvesting. HFFA will also use washing and packing equipment if 
possible on the farms, but is looking into strategies for setting up a mobile wash 
stand.  

Working with diversified vegetable farms is less predictable due to the 
diversification in the crop portfolio. Determining the time when a crop will be 
ready to harvest or collect is difficult, due to dynamic farm schedules. HFFA will 
employ a two-pronged strategy for recovery, checking in with the farmers for 
estimates of excess over the week, but also an on-the-go volunteer system for the 
last minute recoveries. 

Outside of this project, there are several ongoing efforts in HFFA to strategize 
for addressing one all the stakeholders in the multifaceted organization. Another 
HFFA workgroup is planning for distribution of the recovered food within eight 
communities with little food access in Madison and other pantries in need, and 
others are addressing storage and facilities.  

 

Planning Recommendations 

The constellation of food recovery initiatives in the Madison Region is 
more complex than initially expected. The niches occupied by each of the 
organizations profiled above are not straightforward, and there are some 
overlaps. Coordination of this constellation of recovery networks would be a 
great application of food system planning.  

The Food Waste Reduction Task Force’s authorizing document looks to 
capitalize on private-public partnerships, and is mainly focused on identifying 
opportunity (City of Madison, 2014). Building on their findings and the findings 
of this project, the Task Force could support a food waste coordinator position, to 
help enterprises wishing to donate food identify the best organization for the 
type of food.  Additional resources could include a hotline number (much like 
the recycling hotline), and an informational section on the Madison “Waste 
Watchers” webpage. Addressing an action of the City of Madison’s 2011 
Sustainability Planiv, the coordinator could also develop promotional campaigns 
for imperfect produce, with an incentive for groceries, similar to the campaign 
outlined in King County, Washington’s Local Food Initiative.  
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As one of the barriers to food recovery across the networks is the lack of 
storage space, procuring a scale-appropriate site intended for the cleaning, 
aggregating and storage of fresh produce, and open to multiple users (in an 
extension of the FEED Kitchens) would be a useful endeavor. This site could be 
managed by HFFA, perhaps through a city SEED grant, Sustainable 
Communities Regional Planning Grant (SCRPG), or a federal Local Food 
Promotion Program (LFPP) grant. Positioning such a space within the Public 
Market District discourse, would add to the broader movement towards 
strengthening the local and regional food system.   

Enshrining food waste reduction and recovery into long-term food system 
planning would be a firm commitment from the city and region. A regulatory 
framework for food recovery would be complementary to that of composting, 
though less land use-focused (Suerth and Morales, 2014). Inserting food waste 
reduction and recovery, with these specific strategies and roles described, into 
Chapter six of Dane County’s Comprehensive Plan, Madison’s Solid Waste Plan, 
local or other city and regional plans, would further the city and region’s 
commitment to this goal of strengthening the food system in a way that brings 
measures of equity and efficiency. 

Conclusions 

This project mapped the constellation of existing efforts, identified a niche 
for the HFFA network, and guided recommendations for better incorporation of 
food recovery into planning. Knowing farmers’ preferences in combination with 
current efforts facilitated an informed strategy for HFFA. Strategizing for food 
recovery networks is an apt application of planning, where planners can leverage 
resources to address the leakages, both in waste and access, in the local and 
regional food system. Only a birds-eye view of the food system can identify all 
the networks and their corresponding nodes. The collaboration of many regional 
food waste reduction and recovery strategies could have meaningful 
environmental, social and economic impacts worldwide. 
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APPENDIX A. 

Discussion topics for farmers  

Grading scheme 

Current strategy for seconds 

Channels for seconds 

Organizations (that take donations) 

Markets  

Common seconds vegetables 

Volume of seconds 

Prices for seconds 

Reasons for leaving the seconds in the field 

Biggest barriers 

 

APPENDIX B. 

Farmer questionnaire 

To identify farm participants for the pilot season of HFFA produce recovery, I 
utilized a working relationship I have built with the FairShare CSA Coalition of small-
scale sustainable farms. The network includes 50 endorsed farms serving the greater 
Madison, Milwaukee, Dubuque, Twin Cities and surrounding areas that have a 
community-supported agriculture (CSA) component to their operation. I used 
information from responses to questions included in a recent survey. These questions 
were embedded in a larger survey sent out by the Coalition. This information was 
shared with me by the Coalition. The questions were: 

Question 1.  Are you looking for a way to dispose of farm seconds?  Through 
sales, donations, composting or other means. 

Question 2.  How can FairShare help you develop a disposal system for your 
farm seconds? 

 

From the 19 positive responses to Question 1, a more detailed questionnaire was 
sent out to the respondents (Appendix B). Geographic information will be used 
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to create a map of interested farms. While I am still receiving the responses, they 
will eventually guide the food recovery strategy of the HFFA team.  
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i The Madison Region is the area served by MadREP and consists of Columbia, Dane, Dodge, Green, 

Iowa, Jefferson, Rock and Sauk Counties.  
ii Author’s emphasis. 
iii Strategies: 
3.1: Promote residential/household practice improvements to better utilize healthy food such as portion 

sizes, extending shelf-life of food, better shopping.  
3.2: Increase amount of surplus food that is donated via meal programs and related channels 
3.3: Increase efficiency of institutional, catering and restaurant kitchens 
3.4: Expand utilization of edible food produced in King County 
3.5: Increase grocery store food management efficiency 
3.6: Build food utilization tracking into food knowledge management system 
iv Goal 6, Action 14: Develop a marketing plan to increase waste diversion and provide increased funds 

(private and public) for marketing activities. 
 


